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S t r a t e g i c a l l y  s i t u a t e d  i n  t he  path  of r a i l r o a d  t r anspor t ,  hetween western ranges and t h e  
i n c i p i e n t  corn b e l t ,  and beside  the  muddy Missouri,  Omaha became a l i ves tock  marketing 
c e n t e r  i n  t h e  1870s. Its f i r s t  stockyard was const ructed on the  c i t y ' s  southern o u t s k i r t s  
i n  1884.1 Today, through numerous t ransformat ions ,  t he  Omaha Livestock Market occupies  
approximately four  square c i t y  blocks  i n  t h e  same a rea .  It is a p l ace  where c a t t l e  a r e  
bought and sold .  
Unlike Wall S t r e e t ,  where t r ad ing  is i n  paper, l i v e s t o c k  a r e  i nd iv idua l ly  examined p r i o r  t o  
purchase on t h e  Omaha Market. Consequently, t h e  yards  a r e  comprised of "alleys" through 
which trucked-in s tock a r e  d r iven  a f t e r  chute  unloading, pens i n  which animals a r e  kept  
u n t i l  s a l e ,  and "shant ies"  f o r  t he  s h e l t e r  of workers. Located wi thin  t h i s  maze of f ences  
and g a t e s  a r e  weigh s t a t i o n s  where purchased animals a r e  weighed before  being shipped t o  
feed l o t s  o r  slaughterhouses. Above t h e  pens and a l l e y s  runs  a boardwalk Prom which 
prospect ive  buyers can advantageously view c a t t l e . 2  
A s  m i ~ h t  he expected o f  a c e n t r a l  market servinc  a broad reopraphic a r ea  (Iowa, Nebraska, 
Wyominp, Kansas, Colorado, and t h e  Dakotas), t h e  " se l l e r s "  and "buyers" a r e  not p r imar i ly  
producers o r  processors ,  but  brokers.  Al l  t r ansac t ions  on t h e  market a r e  accomplished 
through "commission salesmen" and "dealers ,"  " t raders ,"  o r  "buyers." Commission salesmen 
a l t e r n a t e l y  represent  western ranchers  shippinp t h e i r  grass-fed c a t t l e  t o  f eed lo t s ,  and 
f eed lo t  ope ra to r s  who wish t o  s e l l  t h e i r  gra in-fa t tened range c a t t l e  t o  packing houses. 
Meanwhile c a t t l e  a r e  boupht f o r  f eed lo t s  by d e a l e r s  o r  t r ade r s ;  l o c a l  and eas t e rn  packing 
houses a r e  served by "packer buyers" and "order buyers."H 
The market is open Elonday through Friday and work begins i n  t h e  wee hours of t h e  morninp. 
Employees of t h e  exchanpe receive  c a t t l e  shipments and d r ive  them t o  pens owned by the  
commission companies t o  which they've heen consipned. Around 5-6 A.M., depend in^ upon t h e  
number o f  c a t t l e  they 've  s o l i c i t e d ,  commission men a r r i v e  t o  s o r t  t h e i r  l i ves tock  
accordinp t o  s i z e  and sex. C a t t l e  a r e  led  out  i n t o  t h e  a l l e y s  and--by means of whips. 
c a l l s ,  ges tu re s ,  and t h e  openine and shu t t i ng  of pates--s teers ,  h e i f e r s ,  cows, and h u l l s  
a r e  "cut" from each other  i n t o  sepa ra t e  pens ("mixed" loads  a r e  seldom sold) .  Counts 
r eg i s t e r ed  e a r l i e r  hy exchange employees a t  t he  loadinp dock a r e  rechecked by t h e  
commission man. Then animals a r e  fed and watered and a few minutes a r e  taken f o r  co f f ee .  
At 8:30 t h e  buyers come around t o  look a t  t h e  c a t t l e .  The p r i c e  is not  f ixed,  but r a t h e r  
i s  a func t ion  of t h e  previous day ' s  market, t he  weipht and hea l th  of p a r t i c u l a r  c a t t l e ,  
the  supply and demand of t he  present day's market, and the  r e l a t i v e  barpaining s k i l l s  of 
t h e  huyer and s e l l e r .  So a s  not  t o  overbuy, and t o  keep i n  touch wi th  market f l u c t t ~ a t i o n s ,  
buyers ca r ry  walkie- ta lkies  t o  communicate with t h e i r  o f f i ce s .  Generally, a day ' s  
c a t t l e  a r e  sold  by noon, but t h e  market i s  o f f i c i a l l y  open u n t i l  t h ree  o'clock. 
Once p a r t i e s  have apreed on t h e   rice of c a t t l e ,  t he  l i v e s t o c k  a r e  d r iven  t o  a s t a t i o n  
where t h e i r  w e i ~ h t s  a r e  recorded: then they a r e  shipped t o  t h e i r  d e s t i n a t i o n .  On F r idays  
t h i s  r o u t i n e  i s  broken by an auct ion s a l e .  The auc t ion  saves  buyers t h e  t roub le  of walking 
t h e  yards  f o r  c a t t l e ,  and t h e  increased numher of buyers biddinp. on individual  c a t t l e  
u sua l ly  r e s u l t s  i n  s l i e h t l y  hipher  p r i ce s .  Thus, d e s p i t e  t h e  add i t i on  of an  auc t ionee r ' s  
*Specif ic  fieldwork f o r  t h i s  paper was conducted on August 3-5 and 28-29 under t he  ausp ices  
of t h e  Workinp Americans d iv i s ion  of t h e  Smithsonian I n s t i t u t i o n ' s  F e s t i v a l  of American 
Fo lk l i f e .  Beyond t h a t ,  i t  is worth not inp t h a t  my mother 's family has heen i n  t he  c a t t l e  
business  f o r  more than a century and has  been connected wi th  t h e  Omaha Stockyards s i n c e  
191s. I have v i s i t e d  the  yards near ly  annual ly  f o r  more than twenty years .  Nonetheless,  
t h i s  paper would not  have been wr i t t en  without va luab le  a s s i s t a n c e  from Bob Byington, Bob 
McCarl, Frank Beripan, J r . ,  A 1  Beripan, Dick Moore, and R i l l  Wittekind. 
f ee  t o  yardage cos t s  and the salesman's commission, some ranchers and feedlot  farmers 
ship  t h e i r  c a t t l e  spec i f i ca l l y  fo r  auct ion sale.4 
A t  the  c lose  of any day's business,  workers t r ave l  t o  the  adjacent  Livestock Exchange 
building to  record t ransact ions .  The exchange i s  a multi-storied s t ruc tu re  housing the 
o f f i c e s  of various packing company buyers, commission salesmen, and federa l  inspectors .  
Or ig inal ly  i t  was owned by commission companies and stockholders.5 Today the Kay 
Corporation, and English firm with holdings i n  jewelry, owns the exchange and r en t s  out 
o f f i c e s  and yard space. Located on the  lower f l oo r s  a r e  a bank, a restauramt, and locker 
rooms. I n  the  main lobby a l a rge  chalkboard displays  the preceding day's s a l e s  volume, a s  
well  a s  the  market p r i ce  of l ives tock f o r  Omaha and other  stockyards: St .  Paul, Kansas 
City,  Sioux City,  J o l i e t ,  and others.  
The f o l k l o r i s t  enter ing t h i s  milieu i s  immediately s t ruck by a numher of fac tors .  Al l  t he  
workers a r e  male and most a r e  over t h i r t y ;  i t  is not uncommon f o r  a worker t o  be a second 
o r  t h i rd  generation cattleman. Despite i ts  locat ion i n  the  midst of an urban scene, the  
presence of animals, pens, and the  odor of hay and manure combine t o  give the  yards a 
decidedly r u r a l  atmosphere. I n  keeping with t h i s  environment, these  Onaha businessmen a r e  
dressed i n  cowboy boots, jeans, western o r  work s h i r t s ,  and b i l l e d  "Omaha Market" caps o r  
broad-brimmed cowboy hats .  Their hands g r ip  long f i be rg l a s s  c a t t l e  prods tipped with 
rawhide whips. I n  keeping with t h i s  "ruralness," t he  pace of work is  l e i su re ly  and opportuni- 
t i e s  fo r  t a l k  a r e  frequent.  
Clus ters  of animated conversa t ional is ts  appear i n  shant ies ,  a t  the weigh scale ,  i n  the  
shade of  a highway bridge t ha t  crosses  pa r t  of the  yards, i n  the exchange c a f e t e r i a  before  
work begins, and i n  o f f i c e s  a t  the  day 's  close. Even the  major business of the yards-- 
buying and selling--is accompliahed en t i r e ly  verbally.  Preliminary observations suggest 
t ha t  the  knowledge and mastery of o r a l  expressive cu l tu r e  i s  c en t r a l  to  the  occupational 
existence of these men. Their o r a l  t r ad i t i ons  can be e f f ec t i ve ly  categorized under the  
following rubr ics :  (1) "bul lshi t t ing"  marked by t he  joking re la t ionship ,  (2 )  specia l ized 
jargon based on occupational knowledge, (3) formulaic s t r a t e g i c  bargaining, and (4) na r r a t i ve .  
Like lumberjacks.6 longshoremen,7 smokej~m~ers .8  p ipel ine  workers.9 and other  male proups 
involved i n  monosexual, l a rge ly  outdoor work s i t ua t i ons ,  the  cattlemen constant ly  r e l y  on 
the "joking re la t ionship"  t o  communicate.l0 I n  o ther  words, they continuously put on and 
abuse each other  i n  mock fashion throueh t a lk .  During my time a t  t he  yards, scenes l i k e  
the  following were constant ly  encountered: 
Witch and B i l l ,  two commission men, having got ten  t h e i r  c a t t l e  ready f o r  
the opening of the  market, a r e  s i t t i n g  around i n  t he  shanty before the 
a r r i v a l  of buyers. 
Bi l l :  ( t o  Mitch) The back of your pants a r e  d i r t y .  The boss sees  you, 
h e ' l l  know you been dcin'  nothin'  but s i t t i n '  around. 
Mitch: Hell ,  i f  they ' re  d i r t y ,  i t ' s  cause you don't  clean off the  back 
of the  t o i l e t  s ea t  and I j u s t  had t o  use it.11 
Not only were co-workers foul-mouthed towards each other ,  but salesmen and buyers too 
invariably addressed each other  through ep i the t s .  One veteran worker, with undisguised 
pr ide ,  put i t  t h i s  way: 
B i l l :  Like I was t e l l i n '  you yesterday, and t h i s  i s  t rue ,  there ' s  no 
place i n  the  United S t a t e s  o r  i n  the  world t ha t  you can c a l l  a man a so-and- 
so but i n  the  stockyards--and have him l i k e  ya. See, any other  place, 
downtown or any place e l s e  you c a l l  a man a so-and-so, h e ' l l  punch ya In  
the nose. But, i n  t he  stockyards, i f  he don't l i k e  ya, he won't c a l l  ya-- 
he won't even t a l k  t o  ya--he won't t e l l  ya nothin' .  It 's the  people t ha t  
l i k e  ya t ha t  c a l l  ya names. 
When you [ B i l l  r e f e r s  t o  fellow cattlemen Dick and Frank1 go i n  t o  
t rade  with a man--like Dick w i l l  come i n  t o  Frank and say "Whattaya 
take f o r  these, you o ld  so-and-so?" And i f  he d idn ' t  say t ha t ,  he 
[FrankI'd th ink he was mad a t  him. 
B i l l  continued with an  i l l u s t r a t i v e  na r r a t i ve  from h i s  own experience: 
So, one time--like I was t e l l i n '  ya--I was t radin '  with a f e l l a  I had 
traded with every day f o r  twenty years. And he had new help  come in-- 
a boy from Iowa. The kid was j u s t  of f  the  farm and he was not 
acquainted with stockyard procedures and language. And I sa id  t o  my 
f r i e d ,  "Say, what ' l l  you take fo r  these, you o ld  so-and-so?" And t h i s  
kid walks over t o  me and says, "Don't c a l l  him t h a t  o r  I ' m  going t o  
punch you i n  t he  nose." [Laughter] My f r iend says, "Oh keep quie t .  
He c a l l s  me tha t  every day f i ve  o r  s i x  times." 
Frank: You sure  i t  wasn't s.o.b.?" 
B i l l :  Well. Yeah. [IaughterllZ 
As the  above comen t s  and the  subsequent na r r a t i ve  account suggest,  t he  appl ica t ion of 
i n su l t i ng  names served a p r ac t i ca l  a s  well  a s  a p layful  function: they were spoken a t  a 
spec i f i c  time, i n  a spec i f i c  place, t o  a spec i f i c  person in  order succinct ly  to  convey 
in-group s t a tu s ,  intimacy, and t ru s t . 13  
However, mastery of the  joking relationship--a phenomenon character iz ing t he  i n t e r ac t i on  of 
near ly  a l l  t ight -kni t  male groups--is only a small pa r t  of t he  cattleman's job.14 He must 
possess a vas t  knowledge of l ives tock and what they a r e  worth. The United S t a t e s  Department 
of  Agriculture has es tabl ished f i v e  grades of c a t t l e  according t o  weight and fa tness .  
Carrying a template of these  i dea l  types i n  h i s  mind, the  exper t  cattleman l ea rns  to  judge 
i n s t a n t l y  what grade an animal is, how much i t  weiphs, and what i t  w i l l  d r e s s  t o  i n  the 
t r a n s i t i o n  from hoof t o  hook. He a l s o  has a good idea of the  age of the c a t t l e ,  where they 
come from, and how they were shipped o r  ''handled.'' He knows t h a t  grass-fed, western 
c a t t l e  w i l l  po t en t i a l l y  weigh a preat  deal  more when grain-fed; he knows too t ha t  poorly 
handled c a t t l e  may have "shrunk" during t ranspor t  and, with a l i t t l e  care ,  w i l l  f i l l  out  
and "yield" well .  And then t he re  a r e  more sub t l e  s igns  he reads: 
Dick: The f ron t  end of i t ,  more o r  l e s s  the  b r i ske t ,  whether i t ' s  
shaped i n  a tear-drop o r  comes s t r a i g h t  down. . . t he  color  of the  
ha i r ,  the  way i t  shines.  Like, when they come out  of the  west, 
t h e i r  grass  h a i r ' s  long and curly.  Then when they get  protein, 
when they get  t ha t  corn, t h e i r  ha i r  g e t s  n ice  and shiny. 
The Omaha cattleman must a l s o  know the  market i n  hoth economic and human terms: the  previous 
day's p r i ce s  and volume, the  present day's supply and demand, the  p e c u l i a r i t i e s  of 
individual  competitors. Occasionally, cattlemen have t o  contend with deceptions caused by 
t he  conniving o r  ca r e l e s s  among them. An animal might he temporarily f i l l e d  out by water 
o r  hay, r a the r  than meat and fat:15 "The big  thing you got ta  watch is  mostly j u s t  a big 
be l l y  on her. You'll f ind i t ' s  about t h i r t y  o r  f o r t y  pounds of water t h a t  you don't  r e a l l y  
need. " 
As is the  ca se  i n  o ther  occupations, these  workers name and communicate t h e i r  e so t e r i c  
knowledge through a body of terminology o r  jargon appl icable  t o  recurrent  job s i t ua t i ons .  
Poor qua l i t y  c a t t l e  a r e  invar iably  "diers," "bloaters," "ready f o r  t he  tank," c a t t l e  with 
too-fat "pants" (hind quar ters)  a r e  "wastey"; c a t t l e  which have ingested exorbi tant  amounts 
of feed and water a r e  "hay calves" o r  "bred t o  the water tank.'' Range c a t t l e  marketeC i r  
the autumn s ignffy  the "western season." The rare ,  unloved cattleman is not  an  "s.0.b. ," 
but a "human saddle-sore"; while a man confining himself t o  one f ace t  of t he  market is  
"single-gaitered." Many other  examples could he c i t ed ;  colorEul occupational jargon on the  
Omaha Market is  both abundant and f r ee ly  u t i l i z ed .  
Occupational ja rgon and t h e  spec i a l i zed  knowledpe (of c a t t l e ,  t h e  market,  t h e  compet i tor )  
under ly ing it a r e  combined wi th  t h e  jokinp r e l a t i o n s h i p  i n  t h e  performance of  " s t r a t e z i c  
formulaic bidding." Unlike plumbers who p l ace  p ipe ,  l oege r s  who f e l l  t r e e s ,  i r o n  workers 
who e r e c t  bui ld ings ,  o r  t r ucke r s  who move f r e i p h t ,  ca t t lemen a r e  brokers  who work cont inu-  
ous ly  f o r  t h e i r  c l i e n t s  and aga ins t  each o the r  i n  sus ta ined f r i e n d l y  r i v a l r y .  Thei r  
occupat ional  s k i l l s  a r e  r e a l i z e d  i n  t h e  hargl inp over  l oads  o f  c a t t l e  t h a t  takes  p l ace  
every day. I n  o the r  words, t h e i r  l i ve l i hood  depends upon an a h i l i t y  t o  u t i l i z e  s o c i a l  and 
occupat ional  knowledge i n  s t r a t e g i c  t a l k .  This is no ea sy  t a sk .  As one ca t t leman put  i t :  
"I worked f i v e  yea r s  before  my dad even l e t  me s e l l  one l i t t l e  o l e  c a l f  worth about  
twenty- th i r ty  bucks," 
Dependine upon ind iv idua l  s t y l e  and s i t u a t i o n ,  s t r a t e p i c  formulaic b idding can  be e i t h e r  
verbose o r  laconic .  I n  t h e  following example, a bargain  is  s t r u c k  i n  a c h a t t y  manner: 
"Lo, Eddie, come look a t  a load of  dandy whi te  f a c e s  from some farms 
near  Des Moines, Iowa. Fver s e e  such c l a s s ?  You can ' t  touch 'em t h i s  
morning i n  t h e  yards ,  Eddie." 
"How much? " 
"Well,Eddie, I ' l l  weigh 'em f o r  you f o r  s i x t e e n  cents ."  
"See you l a t e r  ." 
"Now, Eddie, wai t  a minute.  This  is  b e t t e r  s t u f f  than I so ld  you 
l a s t  week a t  seventeen cen t s ,  and you know where t h e  market i s  today. 
I know where I can ge t  sixteen-and-a-half c e n t s  a pound on t h i s  load.  
Now mind you, FAdie, t h i s  s t ock  has  been t i e d  up t h r e e  days near  
C l in ton  by a broken bridge. S ix  days  i n  a car! Of course  they look 
a l i t t l e  drawn. Give me fifteen-and-three-quarters." 
An hour l a t e r  t h e  Swift  buyer r i d e s  pa s t  t h e  same pen and once more examines t h e  load. 
comparing it wi th  what o t h e r  commission men a r e  o f f e r i n p .  The p r i c e  may have dropped 
s l i g h t l y ,  but  he  holds  firm, and, a f t e r  another  hour,  on h i s  t h i r d  t r i p ,  probably com- 
promises on a s a t i s f a c t o r y  f i g u r e .  
Af t e r  t h e  buyer has  decided on a purchase, he  u t t e r s  only  "Weigh 'em t o  Swif t , "  and pas se s  
on t o  d r i v e  another  bargain.16 
I n  my own experience, ca t t lemen a l t e r n a t e l y  demonstrated t he  a b i l i t y  t o  perform t h e i r  b id s  
i n  e i t h e r  windy o r  t i gh t - l i pped  fashion.  
Like Lord's ep i c  s i npe r s ,  they a r e  aware of r ecu r r en t  s i t u a t i o n s  o r  t o p i c s  o r  "themes" i n  
the  market;  they name and a c t  upon the se  "themes" throuph jarpon-spiced phrases  o r  
"formulae"; t h e  manipulation of themes and formulae is  dependent upon what s t r a t e p y  a 
ca t t leman wishes t o  employ.17 Thus, t h e  ca t t leman,  l i k e  t he  s inge r  o f  t a l e s ,  c an  adap t  h i s  
ba s i c  " s t r a t e g i c  formulaic bid" o r  " text"  i n  accordance w i th  each s i t u a t i o n  he  encounters.18 
While a l l  t h i s  would normally become apparent  t o  even a t r a ined  f o l k l o r i s t  only  a f t e r  
extens ive  fieldwork, i t  was revealed  t o  me by a f o r t u i t o u s  happenstance. 
During t h e i r  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  i n  t h e  Smithsonian I n s t i t u t i o n ' s  F e s t i v a l  of American F o l k l i f e ,  
I asked Dick Moore and Frank Berigan, two cat t lemen who'd been dea l i np  w i th  each o t h e r  f o r  
more than twenty yea r s  t o  s imula te  a buying and s e l l i n p  s i t u a t i o n  f o r  t h e  publ ic .  Thei r  
abnormally extended performance, constant  r e l i a n c e  on s t r a t e p i c  themes and formulae, and 
explanatory  a s i d e s  t o  t h e  audience demonstrate t h e  ex i s t ence  of  a r e f i ned  ve rba l  t r a d i t i o n  ' 
c l e a r l y  "ora l  formulaic" i n  cha rac t e r .  
Frank: O.K., I ' ve  got  t h i s  load of  c a t t l e  r i p h t  here  [ p o i n t s  t o  a 
four- foot  by foor-foot blowup of c a t t l e  suspended hehind him], I ' d  
l i k e  t o  s e l l  'em t o  him. 
Dick: [Speaking d i r e c t l y  t o  t he  audience and i n d i r e c t l y  t o  Frank] He 
th inks  these  a r e  t he  bes t  c a t t l e  i n  t h e  w r l d  hecause every time he 
g e t s  some t o  s e l l  he says, "Ain't they n i ce  c a t t l e ? "  I say [ s l i g h t l y  
s a r c a s t i c  now], "Ain't they pood. Look a t  them c a t t l e . "  
Frank: Now t h e r e ' s  a  pen of c a t t l e  t h a t  weigh 1,000 pounds [each].  
J u s t  what you want. 
Dick: How do you know? 
Frank: [To audience] I know he buys these  kind o f  c a t t l e .  I ' v e  been 
s e l l i n '  'em t o  him every day f o r  t he  l a s t  two months. 
Dick: That ' s  poss ible .  
Frank: A l l  r i ~ h t  Dick, what a r e  you gonna g ive  f o r  'em? mow about 
t h i r ty -e igh t?  [This means th i r ty -e igh t  c e n t s  a  pound on t h e  hoof o r  
t h i r ty -e igh t  t o  the  hundredweight.] 
Dick: I cou ldn ' t  poss ibly  do it. [Af t e r  open in^ banter ,  b i d s  have 
begun. I 
Frank: \Jell, i f  you're ponna buy c a t t l e  today, you've g o t t a  reach 
down i n  your hip  pocket and p u l l  ou t  sone of t h a t  preen s t u f f  because 
you a r e n ' t  gonna walk away from here  with anythinp without payiny f o r  
i t .  
Dick: I h e t t e r  c a l l  t he  p l an t  'cause I ' m  gonna need f o r  money. I can 
see  t h a t  r i g h t  now. 
Frank: You'd h e t t e r  c a l l  your hanker,  too. 
Dick: I can do tha t .  [Dick pauses; i t  is  time t o  move from t angen t i a l  
bicker in^ back to  the  hid.] Le t ' s  ye t  down t o  husiness  now. \*at d'va - -
want f o r  t h e  load o f  c a t t l e ?  
rrank. I want th i r ty-e ipht  bucks. 
Dick: A l l  r i p h t ,  we're gonna s t a r t  you o f f .  1'11 r i v e  you a11 of i t - -  
t h i r t y - s i x  d o l l a r s .  
Frank: Lord! 
Dick: T h a t ' l l  s t op  you dead. 
Frank: [To audience] He says  he's p iv in '  i t  a l l  t o  me. 
Dick: I ' m  t r y i n '  to.  
Frank: What'd you say--thirty-six d o l l a r s ?  
Dick: Thir ty-s ix  d o l l a r s .  
Frank: Oh, boy, two d o l l a r s  a  hundred weieht away from home. What a  
lousy hid. Oh, you ouphta be ab le  t o  do b e t t e r  than t h a t .  What ahout 
37.75? 
Dick: Ain ' t  enough. I ' l l  t e l l  you what I ' l l  do ,  I ' l l  put a  dime on.  
Frank: Aaah. I t e l l  ya, i f  you're ponna t r a d e  d b e s  and n i cke l s  you'd 
b e t t e r  go t o  Woolworth's Department S to re  because you c a n ' t  pet  t h e  
j o h  done here. 
Dick: Betcha I can g e t  i t  done a t  your neiyhbor's.  
Frank: Co ahead. I f  he can s e l l  'em cheaper 'n me, why t h e r e ' s  t he  
chance t o  pet  some c a t t l e  f o r  your money. 
Dick: A l l  r i g h t ,  I ' l l  t e l l  you what I ' l l  do. I ' m  ponna spread i t  a l l  
out:  t h i r ty - s ix  and a  quar ter .  
Frank: Now, now, I ' l l  t e l l  you what. I don't  want t o  top t h e  market, I 
ju s t  want t o  pet  what t hey ' r e  worth: I want t o  ye t  t h e i r  value .  This  
man here, h e ' s  been Eeedin' c a t t l e  and, I ' l l  t e l l  you what, h e ' s  c o t  
n ine  kids .  By go l ly ,  he wants t o  huy a  new t r a c t o r . . .  
Dick: ... Grandma broke her l eg  i n  t h e  wel l .  .. 
Frank: ... Aw, t h e  fences  a r e  down, by po l ly ,  he  needs new wire. That 
o l d  ' t h i r t y - s i x  Chevy h e ' s  drivinl--he could use  a  new c a r ,  too. And I 
mean t o  t e l l  you, he r e a l l y  needs t h e  money. Jus t  between you and me 
and t h e  gatepost  here ,  whv don't  you r e a l l y  pe t  down and pay what t h e  
c a t t l e  a r e  worth--try t o  huy these  c a t t l e .  37.50. I ' m  ~ e t t i n '  r i e h t  
down t o  b ra s s  tacks .  
Dick: You're comin' along. I ' l l  t e l l  you what I ' m  gonna do. I ' l l  
g ive  you 36.50 and [on] t hose  two off -color  c a t t l e ,  I want a  d o l l a r  
a  hundred o f f .  
Frank: Oh, Dick, I ' l l  t e l l  you. 1 want t o  s e l l  t he se  c a t t l e  s t r a i g h t .  
Them o f f - co lo r  c a t t l e ,  they weight j u s t  a s  much. And they done j u s t  
a s  good a s  t h e  r e s t  of  t he  c a t t l e .  There ' s  no need t o  c u t  anythinp 
back on me, by go l ly .  You know when t h e  man bought t he se  c a t t l e ,  he  
bought them s t r a i g h t ;  he d idn ' t  buy them with  any out .  
Dick: Looks l i k e  t hey ' r e  ou t  t o  me, boy. 
Frank: I ' m  ou t  f o r  you [Pause] I ' m  ou t  t o  pet  you, but  I want you t o  
pay what t hey ' r e  worth. 
Dick: Well, I ' l l  t e l l  you what. I ' l l  l e t  i t  a l l  o u t  f o r  you, I ' m  
ponna g ive  you 36.50. S t r a igh t .  No ou t s .  
Frank: I ' l l  t e l l  you what, we go t  t o  f i g u r e  t h i s  o ld  boy's pot  t he se  
n ine  ch i ld r en ,  needs t h a t  new c a r ,  and wire ,  and t h e  k i d s  need nevr 
shoes. 
Dick: Yeah, t h e  c a r ' s  an  an t ique .  The kid next  door hid him t h i r t y -  
s i x  hundred d o l l a r s  on i t  l a s t  week. 
Frank: I know you pot a  l o t  o f  money. 
Dick: Yeah? 
Frank: You haven ' t ,  but  your company has.  
Dick: Company's got  money. 
Frank: Doesn't mean a  th in?  t o  you. 
Dick: I j u s t  spend i t  l i k e  it was my own. 
Frank: Yeah? I always knew you was a  t i ph t - a s s .  [ A  lonp pause is  
followed by the  ca t t lemen 's  explanat ion of t he  foregoing.] 
Dick: This  could go on any l ena th  of t ime. Ve'd probably end up 
somewhere around the  th i r ty-seven d o l l a r  mark. 
Frank: Anyway, he t e l l s  me how c razy  I am and I t e l l  him how c razy  he  
is. We f i n a l l y  end it up. I ' v e  pot c a t t l e  t o  s e l l ,  he ' s  pot c a t t l e  
t o  buy. I g e t  paid f o r  s e l l i n '  'em, 'le p e t s  paid f o r  huyin'  'em. So 
we u s u a l l y  end up--we g e t  together .  And, j u s t  l i k e  I s t a r t e d  a t  $38. 
he  s t a r t e d  a t  $36. We usua l ly  end up some p l ace  i n  between--thirty- 
seven, th i r ty-seven and a  qua r t e r .  Flaybe I t ake  o f f  seventy-f ive  
c e n t s  o r  a  d o l l a r ,  maybe he pu t s  on a  buck. We f i n a l l y  end up and we 
s e l l  t h e  c a t t l e .  
A s  a  c a r e f u l  read in^ o f  t h e  above demonstrates,  a  number of t o p i c s  o r  themes were touched 
upon: t he  hus iness  h a h i t s  of buyer and s e l l e r ,  t h e  q u a l i t y  of t h e  c a t t l e  and t h e i r  
economic worth, t h e  adequacy of hoth b id s ,  where a  b e t t e r  p r i c e  mipht be had, t h e  needs 
of t h e  farmer, t h e  wealth of t h e  packing company. 
Verbal in terchanges  concerning t he se  themes were r ap id  and marked by formulaic ca tchphrases  
( a l l  l i n e s  i n  the  above t e x t  r e f l e c t  t h i s ) .  Ileanwhile, t h e  e n t i r e  in terchange was sus t a ined  
by t he  p r a c t i c a l  d e s i r e  t o  s e t t l e  on a  p r i ce .  Whenever t a n e e n t i a l  r e p a r t e e  CII a  y?r t icr r lar  
theme s t a l e r a t e d ,  one of t he  c a t t l e m e n  inva r i ab ly  s a i d ,  "I'll t e l l  you what, o r  1'11 l a y  i t  
a l l  out"; they then modified s l i e h t l y  t h e i r  previous  b id  and t r ad ing  commenced a long new 
themat ic  l i n e s .  Cattlemen probably do n o t  have t o  go through such s t y l i z e d  f o l d e r o l  i n  
o rde r  t o  ag ree  on a  p r i ce ;  each has  a  good idea  of t h e  market, t h e  c a t t l e ,  t h e  o the r  buyer,  
and what p r i c e  t he  c a t t l e  w i l l  even tua l l y  br ing.  But t h e r e  i s  a  c e r t a i n  p l ea su re  i n  going 
through t h e  motions; even i f  you ' re  always t r ad ing  wi th  t he  same people,  a s  one man p u t s  
t o l d  me, "It's d i f f e r e n t  every day." C lea r ly  t h e  major work of the %aha stochyarrts-- 
buying and s e l l i n g  l i ve s tock - - i s  accomplished through an o r a l  formulaic  method which, i n  
terms of bus iness ,  is  more a r t i s t i c  than pragmat ic . lq  
Appropr ia te ly  s e a l i n g  t h i s  spoken t r a n s a c t i o n  i s  a  t r a d i t i o n a l  ve rba l  con t r ac t .  Cattlemen 
a r e  q u i t e  proud of t h i s  f e a t u r e  and d i s c u s s  i t  r ead i ly :  
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D i d :  A l l  o r  t h i s  iq done I,y word of nouth. Anrl t h e r e ' s  no w r i t t e n  
c o n t r a c t  of an), kind; there'.; nothin '  sipned--1 t e l l  him what, he w r i t e s  
i t  on n l i t t l e  b i t t y  p i ece  o f  paper t o  h r i n r  t o  t he  s c a l e  ... And hy ve rha l  
con t r ac t ,  I ' l l  probably buy 100-200 thousand d o l l a r s  worth of  c a t t l e  a  
day. And,sornetines over the  weekend. have ha l f  a  m i l l i o n  t o  n n i l l i o n  
d o l l a r s  worth of  c a t t l e  out - - jus t  on ve rha l  c o n t r a c t ,  hv word of  mouth 
hetween me and my customer...And the  p r i c r  is e s t ab l i shed ,  and t h i s  is  
an i ronclad  ru l e ,  once you e s t a b l i s h  t he  p r i c e  a t  $37  on t h e  c a t t l e ,  
t h a t ' s  i t .  I mean, i t ' s  j u s t  a  k ind of  code of honor t h a t  you don ' t  do 
anythinp--you don ' t  mark t he  c a t t l e  up o r  down. I t ' s  j u s t  a  very 
unusual t h ine ,  t h a t  i t ' s  a l l  done ve rba l ly .  
.Tournalistic accounts  r evea l  t h a t  t he  ve rha l  con t r ac t  has heen p a r t  of t he  l i ve s tock  market 
s i n c e  i t s  incept ion:  
Al l  s a l e s  a r e  made ve rha l ly  and wi th  a n  apparent  looseness  t h a t  is  a  
mat ter  of wonderment t o  t he  castla1 v i s i t o r .  As a  r u l e  t he  sa lesnan and 
t h ~  huyer r i d e  i n t o  n pen tope the r .  The salesman s e t s  h i s  p r i c e ,  and 
a f t e r  r i d i n g  amone t h e  hunch f o r  a  moment o r  two t h e  huyer e i t h e r  
r e f u s e s  o r  accep t s  t h e  o f f e r .  A s a l e  made by a  nod o f  t h e  head is  a s  
b inding a s  i f  it were put  i n  wr i t i ng ,  independent of t h e  amount 
involved i n  t he  t r ansac t i on .  20  
Another l a t e  1 9 t h  century  newspaper emphasizes t ha t  t h e  ve rha l  c o n t r a c t  is  made powerful by 
t h e  personal  i n t e e r i t y  o f  t h e  ca t t leman.  John Eerigan is descr ibed:  
He i s  a  h u s t l e r  from way back, a  hard-workinp man, and he  t r e a t s  every- 
one r i g h t  ... he always pays top market p r i c e  and always does  a s  he  
agrees .  The word OF John Rerigan i s  a s  good a s  an iron-ed bond.21 
This  a r cha i c  form of  s e a l i n e  a  bargain ,  t h e  ve rha l  r e p a r t e e  precedinp it, and t h e  r u r a l  
atmosphere and western d r e s s  of  t he  ca t t lemen,  combine t o  g ive  an  impress ion t h a t  n o s t a l ~ i a  
and p r i d e  i n  t he  pas t  a r e  important components of express ive  c u l t u r e  on  t he  h a h a  Market. 
Indeed, ca t t lemen may o f t e n  he  heard remarkin? w i s t f u l l y  t h a t  nowadays t h inps  a r e  somehow 
"d i f f e r en t , "  t h a t  "times have changed." R i l l  h ' i t tekind laments over  t h e  t rend from c e n t r a l  
marketing t o  t h e  "d i r ec t  huyinp" of  c a t t l e :  
It 's chanped considerahle .  I was always one f o r  "huying on t h e  market." 
Fly boss  a t  t imes  would p e t  kinda peeved wi th  me. He s a i d ,  "Other guys 
a r e  eoing ou t  t o  t he  country  t o  huy t h e i r  s t u f f . "  I s a i d ,  "b'ell, I 
would r a t h e r  do business- - i t ' s  l i k e  a b a l l  team p l ay in '  on t h e  home 
diamond. You've e o t  an  even chance t he re .  And you're dea l i np  w i th  men 
t h a t  know the  va lue  of  l i ve s tock .  Even thouph we have ou r  t u s s l e s  wi th  
them, i t ' s  much e a s i e r  t o  deal  w i th  a  man who knows t h e  animal,  what 
i t ' s  worth on t he  market,  because h e  has  so ld  every  day and he ' s  much 
c l o s e r  t o  t h e  th ing;  i n s t ead  of t r ave l inp  100 n r  200 mi l e s  and ~ e t t i n r  
some fanner  t h a t  t h inks  h e ' s  got  b e t t e r  c a t t l e  than he has and doesn ' t  
know how the  c a t t l e  a r e  s e l l i n p .  
But even wi th in  t he  market,  on t he  "home diamond," chances a r e  t ak ing  place .  New men, 
"Collepe Agr i cu l tu r e  Students ,"  a r e  enterin: t h e  f i e l d .  I n t e l l i p e n t  and ab l e ,  "they worl: 
on trends--how t h e  business  t r ends  a r e  goinp: and kin& pa by praphs and c h a r t s ,  kinda dope 
i t  out." What they ere perhaps l ack ing  is t h e  v e r b a l  f a c i l i t y  and sense  of h i s t o r y  which 
t h e  "old timers" have. 
Nowhere does  a  sense  of k in sh ip  w i th  t h e  p a s t  cowthrouph more s t r o n ~ l y  than i n  t he  exchanpe 
of n a r r a t i v e s .  Work has  always been long and hard a t  t h e  yards ,  and s t o r i e s  of  e a r l y  joh 
exper iences  a r e  common. One Omaha ve t e r an ,  t r ansp l an t ed  rrom Chicago, de sc r ibe s  breakin?  
in to  the business a s  a young boy: 
I was chasing sheep i n  the  Chicago Stockyards, dr iving sheep, and 
taking weights. I n  1919 I s ta r t ed .  Worked anywhere from twelve t o  
f i f t e e n  hours a day. Them days there was no lunch hours, you a t e  
a t  f i v e  o'clock i n  the  morning. Then, i f  you were awfully lucky, 
you got t o  e a t  again a t  three o'clock. I worked f o r  a strawboss 
named Fred Monaghan and, uh, one day he says--I was about f a i n t i n '  
from hunger, i t  was about three o'clock i n  the afternoon--he told 
me t o  do something t h a t  would take an hour. And I said,  "Fred, you 
son-of-a-bitch, I don't want t o  do that." And he cussed me up and 
d m .  It was e i t h e r  ge t  the sheep o r  go out the  f r o n t  door. And 
tha t ' s  the  way you had i t  i n  those days. It was twelve bucks a 
week and you were glad t o  get  it. But when tha t  guy f i n a l l y  died. I 
went and pissed on h i s  grave. 
Ca t t l ewn a l s o  t e l l  of ea r ly  learning experiences. Frank Berigan, Jr. describes some fanci-  
f u l  advice given him concerning the s o l i c i t a t i o n  of business f o r  the  market: 
Well, when I was going up to  Wyoming the f i r s t  time to  ge t  some of 
these ranchers to  ship down to  Omaha and bring t h e i r  c a t t l e  down 
there. I asked my dad what's the  best  way t o  go about s o l i c i t i n g  
c a t t l e ?  He says, 'Well, I ' l l  t e l l  you son, the f i r s t  thing you 
r a n t  t o  do i s  ge t  t h e i r  a t tent ion."  He says, "Best way I know i s  
pick up a brick, f ind yourself a saloon there i n  town, throw i t  
through the plateglass  window, walk in ,  and say, "Hell. I ' l l  pay 
f o r  your window and buy everybody a beer." Well, it d idn ' t  work 
tha t  way too good. [Laughter] 
Just a s  knowledge, f o r  good o r  ill, i s  gained from old-timers, there a r e  s t o r i e s  aplenty 
concerning t h e i r  exploi ts .  
This example concerns a r e s i l i e n t  buyer who made the  best  of an unfortunate s i t u a t i o n  through 
w i t :  
Frank: We got an Irishman d a m  there. His name's Jack Finn, a 
r e a l  nice guy. He went i n  to  look a t  a load of c a t t l e .  One of 'em 
kicked him i n  the knee. He was l a i d  up f o r  about two weeks; y'know 
vhen he came back we asked him how he f e l t .  He said. "Y1know,I f e e l  
p re t ty  good. But what makes me so damn mad--I bought t h a t  whole load 
of c a t t l e  t h a t  tha t  one was i n  t h a t  kicked h e l l  out of me." And, 
he says. "Y'know, I bought 'em a l l . "  But he says he sure  didn ' t  
have any regrets .  A t  l e a s t  the one tha t  kicked him was dead. 
[Laughter] 
Occasionally, a s  i n  the following example, na r ra t ives  shade in to  the  realm of the humorous 
folktale:  
Dick: Let me t e l l  one story. We got a f e l l a  down there named Jake 
Mosley. Be c a e s  from Mexico, Missouri. Re asked h i s  dad f o r  
f i v e  dol lars-- this  was a long time ago--he wanted t o  go on a date. 
His dad w u l d n ' t  give it t o  him. So he went out i n  the  back 
pasture and got one of h i s  dad's mules, and went out through the 
back and brought i t  up through the f ron t  yard. And he says, "Dad, 
I j u s t  s t o l e  t h i s  mule down the  road." he says. 'Would you give me 
f i v e  bucks f o r  it?'' And the old man reached i n  h i s  back pocket and 
give him a five-dollar bill--bought h i s  own mule back. And Jake 
went out on a date. So--that's some of the guys we got down there.22 
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A good many n a r r a t i v e s  a r e  e s s e n t i a l l y  b r a ~ s  by cat t lemen over  t h e i r  c l eve r  achievements on 
the  market. 
S i l l  N i t t ek ind ' s  v i v i d  account of buying nea r ly  a l l  t he  sheep on a compet i t ive  market i s  a 
c l a s s i c :  
Mhen I f i r s t  s t a r t e d  i n  Omaha i n  t he  f o r t i e s ,  we used t o  ge t  an awful 
b ig  run every day. And we'd buy anywhere from--in 1945-46 Amour 
a lone,  and we were j u s t  one of the  big  packers,  bought three-quar ters  
of a m i l l i o n  sheep. And every year  we'd buy a ha l f  m i l l i o n  o r  600 
thousand head. And we'd, of course, s h i p  a l o t  of 'em around t h e  
country, some dead and some l i v e .  And it was l i k e  t h a t  a l l  t h e  time. 
And one day I bought t e n  thousand head. It was when t h e  meat d e a l  
went o f f .  Some of t h e  o lde r  people remember when the  government had 
t h e  clamp on t h e  p r i ce  of meat. And, uh, i t  went o f f  one nornine. 
And my boss must've had a good f r i end  the re  t o  t e l l  him t h a t  t h e  meat 
dea l  was goinp o f f .  And so he gene ra l ly  c a l l e d  about 5:30 i n  t he  
mornine t o  g ive  me my o rde r s  f o r  t he  day. I took a l l  my o r d e r s  outa  
Chicago. They wouldn't e i v e  ne  no l i v e  p r i ce ,  they'd g ive  me a d r e s s  
cos t .  And you had t o  f i g u r e  t h e  l i v e  p r i ce  from t h e  d r e s s  c o s t  and 
come o u t  wi th  t h e  deal .  He c a l l e d  me an$ sa id ,  "How many sheep's on 
t h e  market?" And I says ,  "Ten thollsand. And he sa id ,  "Fuy them a l l ,  
c a l l  me hack, and I ' l l  e i v e  you d i s t r i b u t i o n  on them." And I sa id ,  
"Cee whiz, i s  t h e  guy drunk? He never t o ld  me t h a t  before." And he 
d idn ' t  t e l l  me anything e l se ;  he didn ' t  t e l l  me t h e  meat dea l  was 
~ o i n g  o f f .  I n  t hen  days the re  were so  many buyers,  they gene ra l ly  
tossed a co in  t o  s ee  who was f i r s t  i n  each a l ley-- there  were e igh t  
o r  n ine  b ip  a l l e y s  t h a t  always had a l o t  of sheep i n  'em. And I went 
ou t  and, lucky a s  t he  d e v i l ,  I happened to  h i t  on a man with  j u s t  one 
load,  a s m l l e r  commission man. . And I cone i n ,  and we ta lked i t  over  
and I decided t h e  only  th ing we could do i s  bid so low t h a t  i t  shakes 
the  man. And h e ' l l  he t a l k i n '  aronnd; they a l l  t a l k  around: "?or 
Cod's sake, don't  mess wi th  Armour, t hey ' l l  k i l l  ya." So we d id  t h a t ,  
we went out  and bid a d o l l a r  lower. And p r e t t y  quick them guys come 
round t o  me say in ' ,  "Are you t h a t  dead today?" They were used to  us  
buyin' a l o t  of sheep and they couldn ' t  imagine t h a t  we was t h a t  dead. 
And 1 sa id ,  "IJell, i f  you're not s a t i s f i e d  wi th  the  buyer you yot. 
come on i n  and see  me. I'll c a l l  t he  boss hack, maybe h e ' l l  chanpe 
h i s  mind on t h e  p r i c e  he g ive  ne." I sa id ,  "I can always chanpe, 
we've c h a n ~ e d  before." So the  o t h e r  people must've pot  wind of what 
we were doin'--"~rmour's dead"--so they were biddin '  lower too. And, 
uh, t hese  fe l lows I had ta lked t o  s t a r t e d  comin' hack to  me. r i n a l l y  
I was on 'em a l l .  The only f e l l a  t h a t  sold lower t h a t  day was t h e  
guy I hid  f i r s t ,  and he was mad a t  me. And I be l i eve  he was mad a t  
me 'ti1 t h e  day he died.  But I h o u ~ h t  a l l  t h e  r e s t  o f  t h e  sheep, 
ninety-seven hundred head. Steady t o  twenty-five higher  o r  f i f t y  
hipher .  It d i d n ' t  make any d i f f e r e n c e  what t he  p r i c e  was to  me, I 
was ponna own t h e  sheep. And when I ca l l ed  t h e  boss  hack and to ld  
him, he sa id ,  "Ilhat t h e  d e v i l  happened t o  t h e  o the r  load?" 
Berigan's b r i e f e r  n a r r a t i v e  a l s o  d i sp l ays  quick, ca l cu la t ed  th inking,  a s  well a s  s l y  humor: 
These c a t t l e  were a buncha ropin '  s t e e r s  o r  ca lves .  And they numbered 
them from about one to f o r t y .  The cowboys--they'd draw a number and 
t h a t ' s  t h e  c a l f  they roped dur inp t h e  performance. L7ell, anyway, t he  
rodeo was over and the  calves--they wanted t o  s e l l  'em t o  me. So, they 
shipped 'em in .  This  one farmer from over i n  Ioway--he wanted t o  know 
how come they had so  many numbers on 'em. I t o l d  him they was "Indian 
Cattle." They didn ' t  r e a l l y  give 'em brands up there,  they jus t  f i v e  
'em a number. Each number was a ce r ta in  Indian. So, anyway. I guess 
tha t  s a t i s f i e d  him. I sold the calves t o  him. But--we've got ta  make 
up a l o t  of s t o r i e s  l i k e  t h i s .  We don't r e a l l y  go i n  f o r  prevaricat in ' ,  
but we w i l l  s t r e t c h  a point from time to time t o  get  the c a t t l e  sold. 
It is par t ly  through narrat ives,  both "made up" and "true"--like those above--that cattlemen 
educate, en te r ta in ,  and sustain each other  i n  t h e i r  common d e s i r e  to  "get the  c a t t l e  sold." 
Occupational narrat ives combine with "joking" soc ia l  s k i l l s ,  special ized knwledge and 
terminology, and formulaic bidding i n  creat ing f o r  the cattleman both a system of soc ia l  
act ion and a mental picture or  r o l e  image of himself. While t h e i r  expressive cu l tu re  i s  
primarily verbal ,  Omaha cattlemen have so valued t h i s  r o l e  image tha t  they have put i t  in to  
p r in t  and circulated it among themselves: 
REOUIREMENTS OF A CATTLE DEALER 23 
MUST BE A MAN OF VISION AND AMBITION. AN AFTER DINNCR SPEAKFR, BEFORF 
AND AFTER DINNER GUZZLER. NICHT OWL. WORK ALL DAY AND DRIVE ALL NIGHT 
AND APPEAR FRESH THE NEXT DAY. LFARN TO SLFEP IN AN AIPPOMOBILE AND EAT 
TWO MEALS A DAY TO ECONOMIZE ON EXPENSFS SO YOU CAN ENTERTAIN YOI'R 
FRIENDS IN THE NEXT TOWN. INHALE DUST AND DRIVE THROUGH SNOW TEN FEET 
DEEP AND DRIVE ALL SUI.MER'WITHOITT PERSPIRING OR ACOUIRINC: B.O. 
MUST BE A MAN. A LADIES* MAN, A MODEL HUSBA~, A FA'ATIIERLY FATHER. 
A GOOD PROVIDER. A PLUTOCRAT, A DEMOCRAT, A REPUBLICAN, A NEW DEALER, 
AND OLD DEALER, A FAST DEALFR. TECHNICIAN, MATHEMATICIAN, MECHANIC, AND 
VETERINARIAN. 
MUST BE A SALES PROMOTION EXPERT. CREATE A DEMAND FOR INFERIOR 
CATTLE. BE A GOOD CREDIT MANAGER, CORRESPONDENT. ATTEND ALL LIVESTOCK 
CONVENTIONS. RODEOS, FUNERALS. VISIT CUSTOMERS IN HOSPITALS, AND 
CUSTOMERS IN JAILS. CONTACT ALL ACCOUNTS EVERY 30 DAYS. IN SPAPS TIME 
LOOK FOR NEW BUSINESS. DO IIISSIONARY WORK AND SERVE ON ALL CIVIC 
COMMITTEES. 
MUST HAVE ~IIIITED ENDWTCE Mrn FYEOUENT OVER-INDULGENCE IN WINE, 
WOMEN, WIND. AND GAB. A WIDE W G E  OF TFLEPHONE NLIMBERS IN ALL PRINCIPAL 
CITIES. MUST RAVE ANEXPENSIVE CAR. ATTRACTIVE HOME, BELONC TO ALL W E  
CLUBS, PAY ALL EXPENSES AT HOME AND ON THE ROAD ON 5% COMMISSION AND 
STILL MAINTAIN UNLIMITED CREDIT. PRICE CHISELING AND BAD DEBTS WILL BE 
DEDUCTED FROM THE DEALER'S WORKING COMMISSION. MUST GUARANTEE QUALITY 
OF ALL LIVESTOCK--ALL COWS TO BE WITH CALF AND ALL BULLS TO BE FERTILE. 
TO BE CRAZY IS NOT ABSOLUTELY NECESSARY, BUT IT SURE HELPS. 
MUST BE AN EXPERT DRIVER, TALKER. LIAR, DANCER, TRAVELER, POKER 
PLAYER, DIPLOMAT, FINANCIER, CAPITALIST, MARKFT FORECASTER, WEATHER MAN, 
FEED EXPERT. AN AUTRORITY ON ALL TYPES OF CATTLE, INCLUDING BLOOD LINES, 
PEDIGREES, QUALITY AND DISPOSITION. 
ALSO MUST WEAR A WIDE BRIM HAT, CARRY A WHIP, A LONG CHECK BOOK AND 
HAVE A READY SUPPLY OF ALIBIS. 
This statement is a consrrmmate one; i t  can and should be viewed a s  a wr i t t en  version of the 
cattleman's otherwise o r a l  mythic charter.24 I t  is both a desc r ip t ive  code and a proscript ive 
challenge to  action. In a world which i s  modernizing and simultaneously dehumanizing a t  a 
rapid r a t e ,  the successful cattleman seeks to  maintain an honored t rad i t ion ;  he "MUST BE" and 
i s  many things to many people. 
In closing,  i t  is worthwhile t o  o f f e r  a few speculations on the  degree to  which the commodity 
these men deal  i n  has kept them a s  they a re .  F i r s t  of a l l ,  the Omaha market t rades not  i n  
inanimate merchandise o r  c e r t i f i c a t e s ,  but  i n  animals.  Unlike Earbie  d o l l s ,  door knobs, auto-  
mobiles,  and co f f ee  pots ,  l i ve s tock  cannot be s p i t  mectunical ly  from a mold. They a r e  
d e l i c a t e ,  i nd iv idua l ly  d i s t i n c t  c r e a t u r e s  who demand f eed ine  and c a r e .  Second, t h e  an i l r a l s  
i n  ques t i on  a r e  not  chick ens  o r  p ig s ,  but  c a t t l e .  A t  t he  r i s k  of  heing branded a r y s t i c .  I 
~ rou ld  suggest t h a t  man's r e l a t i o n s h i p  with c a t t l e  has long been p e c u l i a r l y  s a t i s f y i n g .  25 As 
C u r t i s  I:. S t ad t f e ld  po in t s  ou t  i n  h i s  e loquent  a g r a r i a n  r cn in i s cences :  
P a r t  of t h i s  f e e l i n p  cones f r o n  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  chicL.ens and hogs a r e  
u l t ima te ly  h o s t i l e  t o  man. A hen seated  on he r  ne s t  is  p e r f e c t l y  
prepared t o  peck t h e  h ~ n d  t h a t  f eeds  her  i f  i t  t r i e s  t o  r each  i n  and 
t ake  t h e  eggs she  wants t o  hatch .  If a man b u r s t s  suddenly i n t o  a 
hen coop, t he  f l o c k  c r i e s  ou t  and runs .  C a t t l e ,  l i k e  horses ,  w i l l  
come t o  you, hut  a hoe c a r e s  nothing f o r  you. Now and apain  one 
hea r s  a p i s l y  t a l e  ahout a farmer ' s  h a v i n ~  a hea r t  a t t a c k  and 
f a l l i n g  unconscious i n t o  t h e  h o ~  pen; t he  hops simply devour him. A 
cow mip l~ t  l i c k  h i s  face . .  .The c a t t l e  were always p s y c h o l o ~ i c a l l y  more 
important than t h e  p io s  and chickens.26 
I n  a n  of t - repeated  s to ry .  Frank Reripan, J r .  t e l l s  of how h i s  f a t h e r ,  Frank, Sr .  (son of  .John 
Rerigan whose word was l i k e  "an iron-ed hond") climhed o u t  of  t h e  hop pen and i n t o  happiness  
i n  both  t h e  world and t h e  c a t t l e  bus ines s  by employinp a h r i a r  pa tch  Br ' e r  Rabbit  s t ra teeem:  
Ply Pad, I wish he wrote  a hook of  some of t he  t h i n g s  t h a t  happened. 
Because. y' know, t h e r e  a r e  t h i n ~ s  t h a t  people would l i k e  t o  read 
about .  His  r r andch i ld r en  have a l l  heard s t o r l e s  about  Crandna. ?'e 
was horn  on a ranch i n  t h e  middle of  'lebraska. And he  came t o  t he  
yards  i n  1919. He s t a r t e d  wnrkin' i n  t h e  hop yards  and he  r e a l l y  
d i d n ' t  l i k e  t h e  hops 'cause he  was a ca t t leman.  His  dad was a 
rancher  and everythinp.  So he  go t  i n  a f i r h t  down the re .  l'e pot  
water  p lups  t h a t  we put i n  ou r  water  t roughs  t o  hold t h e  water  i n .  
lle f i n a l l y  threw a water p lue  and h i t  a puy i n  t h e  head wi th  i t .  
And they t o l d  him they was e i t h e r  gonna throw him outa  t h e  ya rds  o r  
put him i n  t h e  c a t t l e  yards.  Anyway, he  got  back i n t o  t h e  p l ace  he  
l i k e d ,  rrhere he  belonped. And he ' s  heen dead s eve ra l  years ,  but  h e  
was one of  t h e  long-time commission men i n  t h e  Omaha yards .  And 
t h e r e ' s  a l o t  l i k e  him. And they ' r e  j u s t  food people.  You can ' t  
f ind  any h e t t e r  any p l ace  around. They l i l e  human n a t u r e  and they 
enjoy people and app rec i a t e  t h e  t h i n ~ s  they do. And I t h i n k  t h a t ' s  
what l i f e  is a l l  about.  
Notes 
1. Rudolf A. Clemen, The American Lives tock and Heat Indus t ry  (blew York: The Ronald P r e s s ,  
1923). p. 456. 
2 .  I n  t h e  i n t e r e s t s  of compression. I ' m  ~ a i n t i n p  he re  wi th  a hroad brush. More ~ r e c i s e  
d e s c r i p t i o n s  of  t h e  yards  may be found i n  Char les  S. Plumb, Marketinp T a m  Animals (Boston: 
Cinn and Company, 1927), pp. 133-35. 
3. A de ta i l ed  descript ion of channels of l ivestock marketing may be found i n  Edward A. Duddy 
and David A. Revzan, Changin Relative Importance of the Central Livestock Market 
(Chicago: University of ChicagoaPress, 1938). 
4. General discussions of c a t t l e  auctions may be found i n  James Brough, Auction! (Indiana- 
polis: Ibbbs-Merrill ,  1963). and Ralph Cassady, Auctions and Auctioneering (Berkeley: 
University of Cal ifornia  Press. 1967). For a good Goffmanesque study, see Edna L. Koenig. 
"The C a t t l e  Auction i n  Central Texas: Analysis of Social  Interact ion,"  Folklore Annual of 
the University Folklore Association, 4-5 (1972-73) (Austin, Texas):60-77. 
-
5. Federal Writers'  Project. Nebraska: A Guide t o  the  Cornhusker State (New York: The 
Viking Press. 1939). p. 250. 
6. Richard M. Dorson. Bloodstoppers & Bearvalkers (Cambridge. Mass.: Harvard University 
R e s s .  1952). pp. 186-90. 
7. W i l l -  W. Pilcher. The Portland Longshoreman (New York: Holt, Rinehart, and Winston, 
1972). pp. 102-13. 
8. Robert S. McCarl, Jr.. "Smokejumper I n i t i a t i o n :  Ritualized Communication i n  a Modern 
Otcupation," Journal of American Folklore 89 (January-March 1976):49-66. 
9. T # ~ l o r .  "Joking i n  a Bush Camp," Buman Relations 26 (1973) : 479-86; the  pr ivate .  
un$tgshcd Thomas J. DiPebbo co l lec t ion  of s a t i r i c a l  Xerox l o r e  from the Alaska pipeline. 
10. The term was coined by A. R. Radcliffe-Brown. "On Joking Relationships," Africa 13 
(1940) : 195-210. 
11. Fie ld  notes  from the  Omaha Stockyards. 3 August 1976. 
12. This t ex t ,  and a l l  subsequent uncited texts ,  was recorded i n  Washington. D. C. during t h e  
Festival of American Folkl i fe .  29-30 August. 
13. "Prichlship. . .can i n  pa r t  be characterized o r  measured by the  l i cense  t o  take advantage 
of another. This b o d  of intimacy permits incursions in to  the t e r r i t o r i e s  of the  s e l f  
(mental and u t e r l a l )  vhich a r e  denied t o  others." John McDowell, p r iva te  colnunication to  
the author. 
14. I n  addi t ion t o  occupstional groups c i t ed  above. I have found the  joking re la t ionsh ip  t o  
e x i s t  i n  w r k i n n  c l a s s  and co l l en ia te  male groups. See my 'White Guys' S to r ies  of the  Night 
Street." ~ournai of the ~olklore-institute.-in bress;  end "Folklore and Photography i n  a Male 
Group.'' i n  Saying Cheese: Studies  i n  Folklore and Visual Communication, ed. Steven Ohrn and 
Michael E. Bell.  Folklore Fonn. Bibliographic and Special Series ,  No. 13. 1975:45-50. 
17. Ntbmagh bids a r e  prose forms, lacking the  music and meter of epic  songs, the  analogy 
r c u i n s  apt .  Albert B. lord. The Singer of Tales (Nev York: Atheneum, 1973). 
18. A r e c a t  i m e s t i g a t i w  of oral-formulaic adaptation t o  context is I lhan  Basgoz. "The 
Tale-Singer .Pd Hi. Audience," i n  Folklore, Performance rpdCcmmunication, ed. D a n  B e n - h a  
.Id Kenueth S. Goldstein (The Hague: Mouton. 1974). 
19. I r a l i z e  that here I ray  be disappointing those fans of the oral-formulaic theory vho 
might d e s i r e  8 m r e  in-depth treatment. However, i n  the  i n t e r e s t s  of providing a panorama of 
fo lk lo re  on t h e  Ouh Ihrket, I prefer  t o  put off  such analysis. 
20. "Chicago's Great Stockyards and Packing Hou6es," Breeder 's Gazet te  (1  December 1897):409. 
21. "Souvenir Supplement." Fr iday World (Imogene, Iowa) 8, no. 100 (25 August 1899):37. 
22. Nhile I have not  found an exact analogue f o r  t h i s  t r i c k s t e r  t a l e ,  i t  comes under Yotif 
K258, "Stolen Proper ty  Sold t o  I t s  Owner"; i t  i s  ve ry  c l o s e  t o  a New J e r s e y  t a l e .  Plotif 
K 258.2(e), "Thief S e l l s  Chickens t o  Owner." Ernest  W. Bruehman, and Motif Index of 
Fo lk t a l e s  of England and North America (The Hague: Mouton, 1966), p. 3 K  --- 
-- 
23.  Typed one-page as. given t o  me by Frank Berigan. Jr. "I swear every b i t  of t h i s  is 
t rue ,  because t h i s  was w r i t t e n  by a hunch of commission men. 1.Je go t  i t  up and t r i e d  t o  have 
it published." Following t h e  o r i g i n a l ,  I have l e f t  t h e  e n t i r e  d e s c r i p t i o n  i n  c a p i t a l  l e t t e r s .  
A statement s i m i l a r  t o  t h i s  one i s  Arthur C. Davenport, "The C h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  That ?!ake a 
Salesnan i n  t h e  Stockyards," The American Live Stock 1,larket (1922): 50. 
24. "Flyth a s  i t  e x i s t s  i n  a savaee community. . . is not  merely a s t o r y  to ld ,  hut  a r e a l i t y  
lived." Bronislaw Halinowski, Ptagic, Science and Rel igion (New York: Doubleday Anchor 
Books. 1954), p. 100. 
25. This  is espec ia l ly  t r u e  i n  t h e  case  of Irishmen and the re  a r e  good many of them i n  t h e  
yards. For commentaries on t h e  importance o f  man-cattle r e l a t i o n s h i p s  i n  r u r a l  I r e l and ,  s ee  
Conrad Arensburg, The I r i s h  Countryman (New York: Elacmillan, 19371, and E. Estyn Evans. 
I r i s h  Folk (New York: Devin-Adair, 1957). On a more high-flown, express ive  l e v e l  i t  
--
should be noted t h a t  t h e  I r i s h  epic ,  The Tain, concerns a c a t t l e  r a id .  
26. C u r t i s  K. S t ad t f e ld ,  From t h e  Land and Back, What L i f e  Ttlas Like on a Family Farm and 
llow Technologl! Changed I t  ( M e v k C h a r i e s r i b n e r s % n ~ 1 9 7 2 ) , ~ ~ ~  19-20. - - 
-
